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The ARL Special Collections Initiative 
JOE A. HEWITT AND JUDITH M. PANITCH 
ABSTRACT 
IN NOVEMBER4 0 0 1 ,  the Association of Research Libraries (ARL) an-
nounced the formation of a Task Force on Special Collections charged with 
developing an action plan to address a set of issues deemed significant by 
the ARL Board and membership. The establishment of the task force fol- 
lowed several years of ARL interest and activity in the area of special col- 
lections. This paper will review the stages through which ARL’s engagement 
with special collections evolved, describe the motivation and rationale for 
initiating this engagement, discuss the perspectives that ARL brings to spe- 
cial collections, and provide a status report on the work of the task force. 
INTRODUCTION 
In November 2001, the ARL announced the formation of a Task Force 
on Special Collections charged with developing an action plan to address 
a set of issues related to special collections deemed significant by the ARL 
Board and membership. The decision to establish the task force and the 
identification of issues listed in the charge emerged from a series of discus- 
sions in avariety of& groups and meetings dating back to the fall of 1997. 
The discussion of special collections began in the Research Collections 
Committee (RCC) meeting on 15 October 199’7 in response to a proposal 
by committee chair, Joe Hewitt. Over the course of several meetings, the 
committee had considered the possibility of adding new projects to its port- 
folio of activities. The predominant project then, as now, was the AAU-ARL 
Global Resources Program, a multifaceted, long-term initiative which was 
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moving ahead under the leadership of Deborah Jakubs, the committee’s staE 
liaison. In addition to monitoring the Global Resources Program, the RCC 
heard reports from and provided informal advice to the Center for Research 
Libraries and the Library of Congress. Archiving of electronic resources was 
discussed as a possible issue for KCC engagement but was referred to other 
groups. Several members of the committee were at work on a widely distrib- 
uted discussion paper (Branin, Groen, & Thorin, 2002). The future of area 
studies librarianship was a frequent topic of discussion. Although these topics 
were sufficient to fill the committee’s semiannual meeting agendas, there 
was a sense that the KCC needed to develop a new focus with long-term pro- 
grammatic implications, similar in scale to the Global Resources Program. 
Committee members felt that some major issues related to research collec- 
tions were not receiving the attention they deserved. 
Special collections struck an immediate chord with members of the 
committee. The early discussions in the RCC were wide-rangmg brainstorm- 
ing sessions in which committee members expressed a variety of views on 
special collections. All of the issues that eventually emerged as part of the 
task force’s agenda were raised in the initial discussions, along with others 
that were dropped as the agenda was refined and focused. Briefly described 
below are the points that surfaced in the early discussions that led to the 
decision to add special collections to the RCC’s agenda. 
RCC’s Basic Perspectives on Special Collections 
The RCC agreed that collecting, preserving, and providing access to 
the primary resources commonly referred to as “special collections” are part 
of the core mission of the research library. Members recognized at the 
beginning that the definition of the term “special collections” was open to 
discussion and that materials included in special collections varied from 
library to library. The committee avoided being sidetracked by detailed 
discussions of definition and tended to use the term in an inclusive sense 
with an understanding that special collections included rare books, manu- 
scripts and archival collections, and many other types of materials that li- 
braries might separate from general collections for special curatorial treat- 
ment. There was an apparent consensus, however, that at some point the 
committee would need to discuss the definition of special collections in the 
light of new formats and user demands. In general there was a tendency to 
associate special collections with “primary resources,” however they might 
be defined, with an understanding that the collecting of primary resourc- 
es is a distinguishing characteristic of a research library qualified to be a 
member of ARL. The committee assumed that all ARL libraries were in- 
volved in special collections to some degree. 
Secondly, the KCC recognized that the special collections holdings of 
ARL libraries are a resource of great richness and variety representing an 
important component of the nation’s intellectual capital. In addition to 
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supporting the teaching and research missions of the parent institutions, 
the special collections provide an indispensable resource for national and 
international scholarship. Preserving and providing access to the primary 
resources in special collections involves an obligation on the part of indi- 
vidual libraries to the world of scholarship at large, and these collections 
are frequently the principal elements of a library’s reputation and stature 
as a scholarly institution. The committee acknowledged that the value of 
special collections is not always recognized by budget-conscious academic 
administrators in some institutions, and it is necessary that librarians actively 
promote an understanding of their value to the institution. 
In light of the acknowledged value of special collections and their cen- 
trality to the research library’s mission, it was obvious to the committee that 
special collections had been neglected as a focus of attention in the RCC 
and in ARL generally. ARL programs on special collections had been in- 
frequent. The last ARL. survey on special collections had been conducted 
in 1979.Since then neither ARLnor any other organization had undertaken 
a comprehensive, quantitative look at the status of special collections in 
research libraries. During that time a variety of factors had led to reexam- 
ination of traditional library priorities. These factors included budget pres- 
sures from inflation in STM journals, an emphasis on new approaches to 
accountability and performance measures in many universities (especially 
in public institutions), and new programs emerging as competing priori- 
ties in the digital environment. Committee members discussed the fact that 
special collections had historically been treated as somewhat separate and 
of self-evident value, but must now, like other library programs and servic- 
es, be reconsidered in the light of changing demands and expectations from 
users, new information technologies and, of course, changing fiscal reali- 
ties. In short, the RCC sensed a need to reexamine special collections in 
the light of the evolving conditions of research libraries in the same way as 
other research library programs and services. Committee members want- 
ed to achieve a clearer sense of what they, as research library directors, 
needed to do to better support special collections during a period of rapid 
change in which the roles of traditional library services are being redirect- 
ed and reshaped. 
A fourth theme of the early discussions was that a major issue of spe- 
cial collections in many individual libraries is their very separateness, often 
leading to organizational and operational isolation. Anecdotal evidence 
from RCC members attested to problems with integrating special collections 
into the overall program of library services, a failure to adequately address 
special collections in long-range planning and budgeting processes, failure 
to include special collections in general collection development policies, 
and a lack of understanding and shared values between special collections 
and other library staff. Some reported inconsistencies in special collections 
service policies and the prevailing culture of the library and the institution. 
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As a corollary to these points, it was also agreed that ARL had not, for the 
most part, addressed special collections issues strategically and collectively 
in the same way that it had developed approaches to global resources, schol- 
arly communications, copyright, and preservation. In short, there was a 
strong sense that special collections needed to be “mainstreamed” at the 
institutional level in a number of dimensions as well as become part of a 
collaborative research library agenda. 
These, then, are the underlying perspectives that came to the fore in 
the early discussions of special collections in the RCC. Consensus on these 
points was the basis for moving ahead with the RCC special collections ini- 
tiative. Taken together, these perspectives represented a positive concern 
for special collections with the goal of promoting them within their parent 
institutions and maximizing their value to scholarship at large. 
SpeciJic RCC Special Collections Issues 
In addition to the basic shared perspectives evident in the early RCC 
discussions, a number of specific issues were raised as possible items for an 
eventual ARL agenda. Some of these survived to be included in the agen- 
da as adopted-others did not. For the most part, these points did serve to 
set the focus for discussions among the full membership and in ARL-spon- 
sored conferences. Some of the observations and concerns expressed in the 
early committee meetings are noted briefly below: 
RCC members expressed concern for special collections both from lo- 
cal perspectives as directors of research libraries and from the viewpoint 
of collaborative approaches to general issues of special collections. Some 
members expressed frustration that statistics and benchmarks available 
in other areas of research library operations did not exist for special 
collections. The comparative context for resource allocation, planning, 
and other administrative decisions related to special collections seemed 
weak. The possibility was raised of ARL developing examples of best 
practices and organizational models as it had for other library services. 
Locally oriented issues discussed included organizational questions such 
as the placement of processing functions, the role of special collections 
in the library’s development program, the lack of understanding of the 
role of special collections among other library staff, the value of exhib- 
its, and the need to promote the use of special collections among un- 
dergraduates and other constituencies. As discussions proceeded, how- 
ever, the focus tended to shift away from these local concerns to the 
broader agenda as more appropriate for an ARL initiative, although the 
interest in local management remained a factor in planning for a spe- 
cial collections statistical program. 
Some RCC members expressed the fear that special collections were 
especially vulnerable to budget pressures in research universities and 
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sensed that they were not being adequately supported in a number of 
ARL libraries. Articles in the literature by curators were cited and anec- 
dotal evidence was presented on space problems restricting the acqui- 
sitions of archival collections, lack of funding to purchase materials, and 
the inability to maintain staffing levels. However, the 1998 survey, de- 
scribed in more detail below, revealed that these fears were unfound- 
ed. The survey showed that special collections were enjoying relative 
prosperity in ARL libraries, although clearly undersupported in some 
institutions. More accurately, perhaps, the committee also expressed 
great concern about the overall capability of the special collections en- 
terprise to collect and provide access to the enormous cultural, histori- 
cal, and social record of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, an is- 
sue that did emerge as part of the final action agenda. 
RCC members early on discussed access to special collections as a criti- 
cal issue, especially processing backlogs and the need for more electronic 
finding aids. Access evolved into an even more prominent concern as 
discussions expanded to include special collections librarians and archi- 
vists and is now a major focus of the ARL agenda. 
Digitization programs based in special collections were discussed as an 
area in which difficult decisions were required, involving complex ques- 
tions of priority, standards, funding, and coordination. 
The committee discussed at length the perceived problems of recruit- 
ing qualified staff for special collections, paralleling the long-standing 
concern in the RCC for the education of area studies librarians. 
The RCC’s initial discussions of issues such as these were time con- 
strained and superficial but served at least to surface a sufficient number 
of questions to convince the committee to develop a set of programs and 
activities with a special collections focus. 
ARL ACTIVITY 
ARL’s formal activity relating to special collections has unfolded in a 
series of projects and events designed to gather information, raise aware- 
ness, and, ultimately, develop an ongoing special collections agenda. After 
the discussions in the RCC described above, special collections was raised 
as an issue with the ARLmembership generally. Participation in the discus- 
sions was high and expressions of support were frequent. This section will 
present chronologically the major ARL actions and activities to date. 
Survey of Special Collections in ARL Libraries 
As a result of being poorly informed about the status of special collec- 
tions in ARL libraries, the RCC in 1997 recommended a wide-ranging sur- 
vey of special collections to be used as the starting point for further reflec- 
tion and decision-making. Survey forms were sent to ARL libraries in July 
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1998, and the results were compiled and described in a subsequent ARL p u b  
lication (Panitch, 2001). The high level of survey completion (90 percent 
of the 110 ARL academic members at the time of the survey) reflected the 
intense interest of most members in the results. The instrument itself con- 
sisted of forty-five principally quantitative questions focusing on special col- 
lections materials and on a wide array of associated management issues, 
specifically: collections (size and scope) ; organization and administration; 
facilities; use and users; preservation and conservation; and electronic access 
In general, the survey found that special collections were doing better 
than might have been expected based on anecdotal evidence and a reading 
of the literature. Most institutions reported that their special collections were 
growing both in size and in scope, incorporating both emerging subject ar- 
eas and new formats. Most institutions reported that staffing levels for spe- 
cial collections were stable or growing and that use of the collections was 
increasing. Most special collections received a stable or growing percentage 
of institutional resources, and nearly twethirds of institutions reported that 
special collections facilities had been recently built or renovated. 
Among the striking findings of the survey were the significant differ- 
ences distinguishing large libraries from smaller ones and Canadian librar- 
ies from both public and private institutions in the United States. The largest 
libraries, it was found, tended to have appreciably larger special collec- 
tions-approximately two to ten times as large as others in terms of volumes 
and manuscripts held-and they reported staff and expenditure levels for 
special collections that were commensurately higher than at smaller insti- 
tutions. Larger special collections also reported much greater reliance on 
endowment funds while smaller collections depend heavily on appropria- 
tions from the parent institution or from state budgets. Although not as 
prominent as differences based on library size, library type (private, pub- 
lic, Canadian) seemed also to determine responses. For measures of spe- 
cial collections size, staffing levels, and total expenditures, private institu- 
tions exceeded overall means substantially, while Canadian institutions were 
far below the means. 
Along with providing previously unavailable data about special collec- 
tions, the survey raised or reinforced a number of concerns. Chief among 
these issues is the very definition of special collections, which, as survey re- 
sponses indicate, can comprise any variety of materials and organizational 
structures. While deriving a single, simple definition of special collections may 
be neither possible nor desirable, it was clear that future initiatives in this area 
will have to be extremely specific in their parameters or else will have to al- 
low for the wide degree of variation which exists in ARL institutions. 
Other areas of concern were less theoretical, but no less difficult to 
address. Large portions of collections, for example, were found to be with- 
out adequate intellectual access or had records or finding aids requiring 
on-site consultation. The dependence of many institutions on appropriat-
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ed funds raises questions about the vulnerability of special collections to 
budget cuts and the ability of such collections to acquire needed materi- 
als, particularly the voluminous record of the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries. It was clear that special collections librarians are being asked to 
take on an ever-greater variety of responsibilities, such as digitization and 
development, and it appeared as well that many institutions had plans to 
hire new special collections librarians in the near future. Less clear is wheth- 
er existing staff levels and available skills were appropriate to support those 
new roles and growing collections or where training for new special collec- 
tions librarians would come from. Also of note were questions about the 
investment being made in the preservation of special collections materials, 
with some institutions reporting little staff devoted to conservation and lit- 
tle preservation activity focused on special collections materials. 
Special Collections in the Diptal Age 
As results of the special collections survey were being compiled and 
analyzed,ARL held its first broader discussion of special collections issues. 
Convened by then-ARL President Betty Bengtson, the association’s 134th 
membership meeting, held May 1999in Kansas City, was devoted to Special 
Collectionsin the Digital Age.’ The meeting provided a forum for ARL direc-
tors to hear from and exchange ideas with invited special collections ad- 
ministrators and scholars. 
Keynote speaker Werner Gundersheimer, then director of the Folger 
Shakespeare Library, reiterated the importance of special collections to the 
research library and decried their marginalization-often inadverten t-as 
mere symbols or emblems of institutional distinctiveness. A meaningful 
commitment to collecting, preserving, and making available carefully de- 
veloped special collections, he argued, signals a university’s intention to 
honor intellectual inquiry that is based on “the discrete, the unique object 
of study.” The value of these collections, particularly in awakening the won- 
der and curiosity of students, should not be dismissed. 
The remainder of the meeting was notable for its fostering of dialogue 
among those with a stake in the future of special collections. One panel 
featured two directors and two special collections librarians outlining a 
number of major issues and explicating the different viewpoints informing 
decisions about special collections. At a later panel, scholars from the Uni- 
versity of Kansas and the University of Nebraska described their own use 
of special collections. A lively general discussion was followed the next day 
by small breakout sessions to consider some of the issues which had been 
identified as particularly pressing: “Digital Projects and Finding Aids”; “In- 
tegrating Special Collections into the Curriculum”; “Rights Management”; 
and “Staffing and Organization.” 
Although not giving rise to immediate action, the Kansas City meeting 
was critical in affirming the interest of the ARL membership in continuing 
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the discussion about special collections. It was also clear that any meaning- 
ful ARL movement in this direction would need to include the voices not 
only of directors but of all parties involved with developing, managing, and 
using special collections. 
Building on Strength: Deueloping an  A H ,  Agenda for Sppcial Collections 
The lively exchange of the 1999ARLmembership meeting confirmed 
interest in the development of an ARL agenda related to special collections. 
It also demonstrated the importance of close interaction between ARL di-
rectors and special collections librarians in shaping and implementing ac- 
tion in this area. A small volunteer planning group consisting of represen-
tatives from both communities began meeting in January 2000 to coordinate 
a symposium, eventually entitled Building on StrPngth: Deueloping an ARL 
Agenda for Special Collpctions. 
Members of the planning committee early agreed on the necessity of 
moving beyond general discussion to more concrete action. The symposium 
was therefore conceived of and promoted as an intensive working forum 
having as a goal the formulation of recommendations to ARL’s Research 
Collections C:ornniittee concerning what the association could do to reaf- 
firm the importance of special collections, develop benchmarking and oth- 
er comparative data, and encourage a collaborative approach to longstand- 
ing issues. Directors and heads of special collections were encouraged, 
although not required, to attend as pairs. Conference costs were largely 
underwritten by generous grants from the Gladys Krieble Delmas and An-
drewW. Mellon foundations. In all, more than 125registrants attended the 
symposium, held 27-29 .June 2001, at Brown University in Providence, 
Rhode Island.2 
A keynote address by David Stam, University Librarian Emeritus, Syra- 
cuse University, sought to be “provocative and irritating on the subject of 
special collections.” Stam encouraged greater access to and use of special 
collections but noted many of the potential impediments-historical, op-
erational, philosophical-to this vision. He was followed in turn by a library 
director (Sarah Thomas, Carl A. Kroch University Librarian, Cornell Uni- 
versity), a special collections librarian (Robert Byrd, director, Rare Book, 
Manuscript and Special Collections Library, Duke University), and a former 
director turned special collections administrator (William Crowe, Spencer 
Librarian, University of Kansas). All promoted a vision in which special 
collections transcend their (real or imagined) separateness, although the 
speakers emphasized different measures required to overcome marginal- 
ization. A lively general discussion was followed by afternoon breakout ses- 
sions in which participants were asked to articulate “urgent issues,” “non- 
urgent issues,” and “nonissues” for ARL consideration. 
The final day of the symposium was devoted to formulating a specific 
outline as the basis upon which ARL could initiate activity. Joe Hewitt and 
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Merrily Taylor (university librarian, Brown University) presented a “Pro- 
posed ARLAction Agenda for Special Collections” that they had composed. 
The eleven-point draft agenda, circulated beforehand to participants, was 
as follows: 
1. 	 ARL should promote special collections as a fundamental and indis- 
pensable part of the research library mission in the modern university 
through a statement of principles describing the obligation of research 
libraries to collect, preserve, and make available the primary historical 
and cultural record. Concurrently, a demonstrated institutional com- 
mitment to special collections and related services should be a criteri- 
on for membership in ARL. 
2. 	 ARL should initiate appropriate collective action related to special col- 
lections as it has in areas such as scholarly communications, copyright, 
global resources, and diversity. In doing so, ARL should seek to work 
as a facilitating organization that mobilizes member libraries and oth- 
er organizations to address the general issues of special collections in 
research university libraries. 
3. 	 At a time when the traditional role and priority of special collections 
in the university library are being questioned, ARL should provide pro- 
grams to members that assist them in developing, managing, and sup- 
porting special collections in the contexts of modern scholarship and 
pedagogy, and trends in higher education. 
4. 	 ARL should ensure that its other projects and programs address spe- 
cial collections whenever appropriate. A special collections liaison, sim- 
ilar to the preservation liaison, should be considered for ARL as an on- 
going advocate for special collections interests in ARL. 
5. 	 ARL should work with others to develop a coordinated approach to the 
collecting and preservation of the voluminous records of the nine- 
teenth and twentieth centuries and to the challenges of new formats 
and sources of archival data in the modern age. ARL and its member 
libraries should work with each other and with other agencies to inven- 
tory, map, and, where appropriate, define responsibility for collecting 
and preserving primary materials of all types. 
6. 	 Ongoing statistical efforts relating to special collections should be es- 
tablished under ARL auspices. This effort should focus on the gather- 
ing of core longitudinal data on an annual or biennial basis, as well as 
on occasional special efforts as needed through the SPEC process or a 
similar mechanism. 
7. 	 ARL should encourage individual institutions to provide shared intel- 
lectual access to their frequently substantial backlogs of special collec- 
tions materials without such access. ARL can assist in this effort by ad- 
vocating for and administering funding to support access projects, and 
by developing or endorsing model guidelines for adequate access. ARL 
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should also acknowledge the importance of access in any statement of 
principles. (This item was cited by the participants in the conference 
at Brown as of primary importance.) 
8. 	 ARL should assume a coordinating role or should support external ef- 
forts to ensure that information regarding digitization projects is ap- 
propriately shared among institutions in order to foster collaboration 
and prevent duplication. ARL should also advocate for the continued 
importance of original materials in the digital age and should partici- 
pate in or endorse the articulation of reasonable expectations for the 
ongoing stewardship of these materials following reformatting. 
9. 	 ARL should encourage further investigation into the status of preser- 
vation efforts for special collections materials and should develop 
model guidelines for preservation programs which will be effective in 
addressing these materials. The ARL preservation liaison should be 
invited to participate in these efforts or to propose appropriate repre- 
sentation from the special collections community. ARL should also 
advocate for and, when appropriate, endorse guidelines and standards 
for the preservation of information in electronic form. 
10. ARL should support the education of the next generation of special 
collections librarians and determine core competencies. ARL should 
sponsor further systematic research into the changing nature of the 
profession and assist member libraries in creating opportunities to de- 
velop special collections professionals. Models similar to those devel- 
oped for the training of area studies librarians should be considered. 
11. ARL should incorporate into its portfolio of legal concerns the prob- 
lems created by the Tax Reform Act of 1969, which does not allow a 
charitable deduction for self-created works, and work actively for the 
repeal of this provision of the Federal Tax Code.3 
Although general approval for ARL’s engagement with special collec- 
tions was evident, this portion of the discussion also brought to light remain- 
ing differences. In particular, attendees representing the special collections 
community were concerned that many directors still harbored outmoded 
perceptions regarding special collections. They pointed out that large ar- 
eas of activity discussed over the course of the symposium-e.g., improv-
ing intellectual and physical access, providing training and development, 
attracting new users-were in fact being addressed within the special col- 
lections community, but that a seeming lack of interest on the part of insti- 
tutional administrators, consortia, and funding agencies limited progress. 
The necessity of a collaborative approach to special collections issues and 
increased coordination with the many groups and interests already involved 
with special collections were again evident. 
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ARL Tusk Force on Special Collections 
In order to advance the agenda discussed at the Brown symposium, the 
ARL Board formally established a Task Force on Special Collections. Its 
charge, drawn from the points of the draft agenda which elicited the stron- 
gest interest, is as follows: 
The Task Force is asked to develop an action plan to: 
1. Enhance access to collections and backlogs, surface “hidden collections.” 
Advocate for and administer funding for projects, and collaborate with 
RBMS to develop and endorse guidelines for what constitutes adequate 
access. 
2. 	 Coordinate planning for collecting nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
materials and those in new formats. 
3. 	Coordinate information sharing regarding digitization efforts. 
4. 	 Define core competencies among special collection librarians and cre- 
ate training opportunities. 
5. 	Promote special collections as fundamental to the mission of the re- 
search library. 
6. 	Gather data on special collections operations. 
7. 	Incorporate some of these issues into agendas of RBMS, SAA, and oth- 
er ARL standing committees (especially the Access Committee but also 
possibly Preservation, Scholarly Communication, Statistics & Measure-
ment, Copyright, and Diversity) .4 
In keeping with the collaborative spirit that both characterized and was en- 
dorsed by the Brown meeting, task force members were selected from among 
both ARL directors and ARL special collections librarians, many of whom 
had been instrumental in planning the activities described above. Joe Hewitt 
was asked to chair the group. As of this writing, the ARLTask Force on Spe- 
cial Collections has formally met on four occasions-in Chapel Hill (April 
2002), at the ALA Annual meeting in Atlanta (June 2002), at Yale Universi- 
ty (October 2002), and in Lexington, Kentucky (May 2003).As might be ex- 
pected in the face of such a wide-ranging charge, certain areas appeared 
better suited to collaborative action or else, by their urgency, tended to at- 
tract the greatest attention. It was readily agreed that point seven of the 
charge (to incorporate major issues into the agendas of related groups and 
organizations) was, in effect, implicit in the successful development and im- 
plementation of projects related to each ofthe other points. Task force 
members were also quick to recognize the work already accomplished or 
being undertaken elsewhere, noting that it was equally important to incor- 
porate existing initiatives into ARL’s agenda and, where appropriate, to 
advocate for ARL’s support and endorsement of these activities. Otherwise, 
the most fully developed activities of the task force currently stand as follows: 
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Principles Statement on  Special Collections. In order to “promote special 
collections as fundamental to the mission of the research library,” the task 
force recognized the importance of starting within the ARL membership. 
Not all ARL libraries, as the 1998 survey demonstrated, support special 
collections with the same intensity; certain libraries may also face universi- 
ty administrators, boards, faculty, and others who fail to understand or sup- 
port special collections. Consequently, the task force drafted a statement 
of principles that reaffirms the implicit commitment of research libraries 
to special collections and outlines the basic responsibilities of those librar- 
ies to develop, preserve, support, disseminate, and otherwise steward pri- 
mary resource materials. The statement is intended not to be prescriptive 
but to articulate the centrality of special collections to the research library 
mission and to recall the obligations thereby assumed. The principles state- 
ment was endorsed by the ARL Board of Directors at its February 2003 
meeting and is posted on the ARL website.5 It is hoped that the statement 
can serve as a powerful tool for leveraging change within member institu- 
tions and for promoting special collections among key individuals and or- 
ganizations. To that end, the statement will be sent with a cover letter to 
members of the ARL academic community to draw their attention to spe- 
cial collections and to urge their support for adherence to the principles 
in their institutions. Also, the task force is discussing the possibility of a 
publication that would illustrate the principles through best practices and 
innovative programs related to special collections. 
WhitePaper on Access. From the earliest discussions within A m ’ s  Re-
search Collections Committee, concern over providing timely yet 
sufficient access to special collections materials has been strongly voiced 
and widely shared. The 1998 survey provided additional evidence of the 
magnitude of the problem, confirming large backlogs in the processing 
of certain types of materials and substantial collections with local access 
only. Point one of the charge (enhancing access to special collections) has 
therefore drawn substantial interest. A working group within the task 
force, aided by volunteers from the special collections community, has 
written a white paper on access issues.6 The audience for this document 
is library administrators and others who need to understand the common- 
ly shared problems and recommended solutions from those who have 
expertise and professional responsibility in the area of access and cata- 
loging of manuscripts, archives, and rare books. Among questions the 
paper addresses are: 1.Why “hidden collections” are, in fact, a problem, 
and how great the scope of the problem seems to be; 2. What access to 
special collections means in the twenty-first century; 3. How access can be 
provided in a way that is both timely and meaningful; and 4. How improv- 
ing access ought to be carried out. The white paper will be used not sim- 
ply to raise awareness, but also as the basis for discussion at a September 
2003 conference entitled Exposing Hidden Collections. This working confer- 
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ence, to be held at the Library of Congress, is intended as a first step in 
developing a scaled, collaborative action plan to address unprocessed 
archival, manuscript, and rare book materials. 
Statement of Need: Training and Recruitment. Concern about developing 
the next generation of special collections librarians has surfaced in every 
forum described above. As with academic librarianship generally, a wave of 
retirements among highly experienced professionals is expected in the field 
of special collections. Recent searches suggest a shortage of new profession- 
als equipped to assume stewardship and leadership positions; at the same 
time, the limited number of entry-level positions make it difficult for new- 
comers to enter the field. Finally, the nature of special collections librari- 
anship is itself changing even as formal training opportunities are becom- 
ing fewer and fewer. In response to these conditions, the task force is 
developing a statement of need that describes the current environment, 
looks to relevant training models, and proposes directions for ARL action. 
Of greatest interest is the development of internships or residency programs 
in special collections for persons with the Ph.D. or other appropriate ad- 
vanced degree in a relevant academic discipline. The internships would be 
offered in conjunction with an “immersion short course” that would intro- 
duce students to the fundamentals, culture, and issues of academic librar- 
ianship. Such a program would represent a lateral or alternative avenue to 
a professional career in special librarianship. A working group consisting 
of interested task force members, ARL directors, deans and faculty from 
schools of information and library science, rare books curators, and repre- 
sentatives from the archival communitywill meet in Chapel Hill in Novem- 
ber 2003 to develop the concept in greater detail. 
Special Collections Statistics. Based on the success of the 1998survey on 
special collections and the numerous requests for ongoing follow-up, pre- 
paring a proposal for data collection within ARL has been a task force pri- 
ority. Task force members believe that regular tracking of special collections 
operations through a quantitative survey will allow assessment of progress 
on the crucial issues already raised within ARL. It is clear, however, that any 
survey instrument would have to be considerably streamlined from the 
original version and subject to rigorous review and testing by ARL mem-
ber libraries. In order to ascertain member interest in a pilot project, ARL 
directors were polled on the willingness of their libraries to participate in 
a statistics initiative and were asked for suggestions about desired frequen- 
cy and reporting methods. A report on the results of the poll is being pre- 
pared. The task force is also soliciting suggestions regarding qualitative data 
that would help libraries assess the success of their special collections, al- 
though it is expected that the most urgent projects would emerge directly 
from the other actions proposed by the task force. Preliminary interest in 
ongoing statistical tracking appears high; if support continues, the task force 
will prepare a more detailed proposal. 
170 LIBRARY TRENDS/SUMMER 2003 
CONCLUSION 
While much of the activity of the task force has taken place at its infre- 
quent meetings or via e-mail, greater outreach and visibility is planned as 
the group’s priorities coalesce. A presentation made by members of the task 
force to the 2002 Preconference of ALA’s Rare Book and Manuscript Sec- 
tion elicited substantial interest and offers to volunteer. Additional outreach 
activities are planned as the work of the task force proceeds. The task force’s 
progress has been characterized by the steady expansion of the circle of 
engagement in the initiative. In taking on the collective challenges and is- 
sues of special collections, the task force has kept in mind the demonstrat- 
ed strengths and limitations of ARL in similar issues of major scale. 
First,AKL has a strong track record of advocacy-engaging issues and 
bringing them to the attention of other organizations and communities that 
can help in the effort to resolve them. ARL advocacy signals the importance 
of issues for other organizations, and ARL has the influence to elicit a re-
sponse to the concerns it raises. 
Second is coordination. The association has been successful in bring- 
ing the right people together to connect and develop projects in areas sim- 
ilar in scale and complexity to special collections. Nowhere is this clearer 
than in the Global Resources Program, where viable projects have been de- 
veloped in Latin American resources, German resources, Japanesejournal 
access, African newspapers, South Asian resources, and Southeast Asian re- 
sources. The global resources program has helped to establish sustainable 
projects in each of these areas by facilitating and coordinating thc work of 
people in each area of interest. It is reasonable to anticipate a similar level 
of success with special collections. 
Third, ARL can play a role by incubating projects. The association is 
not interested in taking on the management and operation of new projects 
or programs on a permanent basis, but it may be in the position to provide 
space and seed funding to create projects that will result in programs that 
other organizations, such as individual member libraries or a consortia of 
libraries, will continue into the future. 
Overall, ARL’s willingness to bring these strengths to bear on special 
collections must be counted as an extremely positive development. ARL 
looks forward to working with others to improve the collective institution- 
al capacity to collect, preserve, and provide access to primary resources for 
scholarship and learning. 
NOTES 
1. 	Selected proceedings from the meeting are available at http://m.arl.org/arl/proceed-
ings/ 134/index,html. 
2. 	 Selected proceedings from the symposium are available at http://ww.arl.org/special/ 
index.htm1. 
3. 	 http://www.arl.org/special/action.html. 
4. 	 http://~.arl.org/collect/spcoll/tforce/charge.html. 
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5 .  http://www.arl.org/collect/spcoll/principles.html. 
6. http://www.arl.org/collect/spcoll/ehc/HiddenCollsWhitePape~un6.pdf. 
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